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AJSr EARLY DESCRIPTION OP PENNSYLVANIA. 

LETTER OP CHEISTOPHER SOWEE, WRITTEN IN 1724, DE- 
SCRIBING CONDITIONS IN PHILADELPHIA AND VICIN- 
ITY, AND THE SEA VOYAGE PROM EUROPE.^ 

CONTRIBUTED BY PROFESSOR R. W. KELSEY 
Haverford College, Pa. 

Johann Cliristopli Saner (Christoplier Sower), the 
writer of the following letter, was bom 1693 in Laa- 
sphe, a village not far from Marburg, Germany. He 
came to America in 1724 with his wife and their infant 
son Christopher (bom 1721). In the spring of 1725 
the family removed to Ephrata, Pa., where they re- 
mained about six years. In 1731 they returned to 
Germantown and settled there permanently. Christo- 
pher Sower, the elder, died in 1758. 

He was a pharmacist by trade, but is best known for 
his publishing activities. In 1738 he received a print- 
ing outfit from Germany and began at once to print in 
German for his fellow countrymen in America. Alto- 
gether he published over two hundred works in Ger- 
man and English, most of them of a religious nature. 
His son Christopher became the well-known Bishop of 
the Church of the Brethren, in Germantown. The 
name of the first Christopher Sower, printer and pub- 
lisher, is still retained by the Christopher Sower Pub- 
lishing Company, of Philadelphia. — For further details 
of the life of the first immigrant see Charles G. Sower, 
Genealogical Chart of Descendants of Christopher 
Sower. Philadelphia, 1887. 



*A transcription of tlie German original of this letter may be 
examined in the Library of Haverford College. 
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The German original of the following letter is in the 
library of the University of Gottingen, Germany. In 
the labor of transcribing and translating it, the chief 
credit should go to my former teacher, Dr. Adolph 
Gerber. The letter, apart from its important histori- 
cal data, is so full of human aspiration, religious sin- 
cerity, and wonder stories of the New World, as to 
deserve a permanent place in the romance of early 
Pennsylvania. 

E. W. Kelsey 
Letter 

Germantown, Dec. 1, 1724. 

Dear brothers and friends, 

Since I left all of you, dear friends, and promised to 
write how we arrived here in America and how we 
lived, many have desired in addition that I should re- 
port somewhat more in detail on the quality of this 
country. Since it is not possible to make a special 
report to each one, many may make shift with one 
account. 

The sea voyage has been reported upon. I, there- 
fore, pass it over and will say in short that we sailed 
in 16 hours from Holland to England and arrived there, 
at Dover, where our ship was cleared. We were, how- 
ever, obliged to wait there about 3 weeks for a favor- 
able wind. We were out 6 weeks and 3 days from land 
to land and had neither hot nor cold weather, also little 
storm, but as pleasant weather as in the month of May. 
During the greatest storm we were all, my wife and 
children, on deck by the fire, and baking cookies. Nor 
did we hear of any man that was afraid of the sea and 
the storm. The Palatines had their fun with it. When 
our ship would sometimes roll or pitch, they said: 
"The lion has fetched another mouthful of water." 
My wife said: "I thought people would be afraid if 
they saw nothing but sky and water." Our troubles 
were only: 1. That we had not taken an extra ration 
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of water along, instead of believing the captain so fully 
that he would give us as much as we wanted. There 
were 3 liters of water per 5 persons per day, which to 
be sure would have sufficed for extra cooking, but the 
beer was used up too soon. 2. The meat was over- 
salted. 3. The cod-fish was soaked in fresh water, to 
be sure, but cooked in the same water in which it was 
soaked. 4. All people on shipboard got lice. 5. The 
greatest trouble was that there were too many people, 
so that quarters were restricted, and with many there 
was not a little stench. Yet we did not suffer from it 
because we three families had larger accommodations 
than the others. 

During this voyage, of 6 weeks and 3 days, we lacked 
only the necessary east wind, and were obliged to sail 
with nothing but tack and head-winds, and it was won- 
derful that the sailors knew so exactly in what part 
of the sea they were. It is 1100 leagues from England 
to this coast, and yet the head-helmsman, though he is 
a young man and had never made this voyage before, 
hit it within three hours when we should see land. Be- 
cause we had a strong wind, we got, however, a distance 
of 23 leagues to the left side of the river called Dela- 
ware. God, however, sent us a south wind which 
carried us in one day into the river. When evening 
came all were full of joy because we saw- the river. 
When almost everybody had gone to bed the helmsman 
begged the captain, since they were close to a sand- 
bank which barred the river, to cast anchor until day- 
break; otherwise they would be in danger, as there 
were only 12 feet of water at that place. The captain, 
however, was not willing, but thought of still getting 
into the river. While the captain was still consulting 
with the sailors, the prow of the ship struck the sand- 
bank although they had scarcely advanced a stone's 
throw after they had cast the plummet and still found 
7 fathoms. And because the bank was hilly, the ship 
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struck ground as many as 18 times, so that we thought 
it would go to pieces. Then, the people came running 
out in their night-shirts. Simultaneously there were 
heard cries of distress from young and old, hut I and 
2 other men were without fear. My wife lay quite still 
and our child slept and did not wake up. In the mean- 
time I remained firm in the hope that none of us would 
come into danger. The captain cried aloud and grew 
quite pale. Because, however, all sails were still set, 
the wind lifted the ship from one hill to the other. Then 
they wished to cut the mast. The head helmsman 
wished to have the three boats lowered and the people 
taken ashore, for we were scarcely half a league away 
from it. The captain forbade it because he was afraid 
everybody might desire to be first and therefore they 
might get drowned sooner than in the ship. When this 
distress had lasted a quarter of an hour, we were in 
deep water again. There we rode at anchor until day- 
break and got a favorable wind. 

Now we were still 100 miles from the boundary of 
Pennsylvania and instead of taking 8 to 10 days, as 
many do in getting up the river, we, with an extraor- 
dinarily good wind, arrived at Philadelphia Sunday 
noon, October first, and while they were casting anchor 
in the river they fired 22 guns. Then a great crowd 
of people came running to see the new comers. Then 
people came and brought apples to divide among the 
people [passengers], others brought fresh bread and 
the like, and when I went ashore a man came up to me 
and asked whether I was free and did not owe any- 
thing. I said I did not owe the captain anything, but 
I had to pay something to a Palatine for brandy. The 
man went to get 20 Florins with which I was to pay 
and make my start. N. N. are now free. They are 
living together and have their place free from debt 
this winter and they have been offered, if they desired 
an allotment for pastures and fields, to get as much as 
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they wanted ; they might also cut wood free of charge. 
There have also been made considerable contributions 
for them. N. is also free and his friends in Holland 
have raised 288 Florins for him. I myself, however, 
who had not been suffering any want, was given 10 
Florins by some one without my desire. Then I bought 
some tin because earthenware was said to be very high 
here. Thus the Lord has taken us safely to this coun- 
try. His name be praised. 

Scarcely had I arrived here when I was offered a 
vocation, as a foundry was to be constructed. I was 
to superintend it and, in order to be all the more faith- 
ful, I was to have an interest in the foundry and its 
returns. But because I said that I felt no special in- 
clination and besides had no money for the construc- 
tion, they wanted to advance me up to 1000 Thaler and 
compensate me for losses. I said however that I felt 
no inclination and did not aspire to great things in this 
world and went away, rented a house and moved in. 
Then there came one good friend after another and 
they brought me very many apples, whole baskets full, 
also nuts, wine, spelt, wheat, bread, eggs, turnips, 
cabbage, dried pears, buckwheat, chickens, pork and 
beef, of which I have salted 120 pounds, and presents 
are coming from a distance of 20 leagues [i. e. 60 miles] 
for the newly arrived Schwartzenau people. 

For the rest we have nearly all been ill and those 
who had been well on shipboard have become ill here, 
also people with the strongest constitutions. Those 
however who come here weakly and sickly generally 
grow strong again and live to old age, the doctors say. 
Because they make a change of sky and earth, water 
and air, food and drink, they generally grow strong 
and their whole constitution changes. 

Because one may hold here as much property as one 
wishes, also pay for it when one desires, everybody 
hurries to take up some property. One may choose 
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where one pleases. The farther one goes, the better 
it is. This continent, as may be seen on the map, is 
almost as large as the other three continents together 
and has south of New England, say Spain, Virginia, 
Ne-gro-land, Pennsylvania; north of New England, 
New Holland, the borders of York, New France, nnto 
the region lying beyond ns, which cannot be inhabited 
on account of the cold. The farther the Germans and 
English cultivate this country, the farther the Indians 
retreat. They are our nearest neighbors and quite 
agreeable and peaceable. They would rather harm 
their own king than a German; they have very simple 
clothing. They do not gather more than they expect to 
eat. If a man's wife dies between seed-time and har- 
vest, he gathers only for himself ; the remainder is left 
standing. The traders take a few pounds of powder 
and lead and fetch for them whole wagon loads of ox- 
hides, deer-skins and bear-skins. There is also an ex- 
cellent method of leather dressing known here, such 
that a tawer with his own hand may completely dress 
20 deer-skins in about 2 or 3 days so that they may be 
wrought by the tailor. Hence leather is very cheap and 
is worn much, and an honest old friend told me that in 
summer on warm days one may shoot a deer, dress the 
skin, and wear a pair of pants from it on the body 
within 24 hours. 

As for the savages, they are dark yellow, believe that 
there is a God who has created everything and are 
very much afraid to commit a sin. They believe God 
does not like it and is looking on. If one has committed 
a fornication, they stone him to death by the roadside 
right away and anyone who within 20 years passes by 
where the malefactor lies, seeks a rock and increases 
the pile to show the All-seeing that he has a horror of 
such uncleanliness. They also believe that, when they 
are dead, and have lived such a life that the Pure One 
was not pleased with it, they will go to the North where 
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it is very cold; in that land there is a bad ruler who 
torments them and lets them suffer from the cold. On 
the other hand the good go to the South where it is 
nice and warm, and a good ruler receives them kindly. 
They think more of a hen that is laying eggs than of 
some ducats. They make baskets and brooms and bring 
them here or to Philadelphia and accept blue blankets 
and red stockings, knives, etc., in exchange. The wise 
know full well the meaning of the godhead and call 
God in their language "Acs." and speak of him with 
fear, saying that the Acs sees it. Other simple minded 
ones say that the Acs at first made only one man and 
woman. At that time the garden in which he placed 
them was only small. But now that men had become 
many, the garden also has grown larger; and similar 
simple miaded talk. They are putting most Europeans 
to shame by their behavior. 

The Pennsylvania borders lie between other well 
settled countries, most of them belonging to the King 
of England. This country also is pretty well settled 
and is said to have over 100,000 inhabitants, consisting 
of French, Welsh, Swedes, Dutch and Germans. There 
are some companies in this country that have bought 
it of William Penn, to whom the king and his heirs 
have granted it. Here may one select a piece [of land] 
where one desires, near or far. All inhabitants of this 
country are free to live quietly and piously by them- 
selves and everybody may believe what he chooses. 

Whether the land be good or bad is seen by the trees. 
Where there are many chestnuts and alder trees grow- 
ing, the soil is somewhat poor, but where there are 
many cedars, walnut trees, white and black oaks, sassa- 
fras, poplars, beeches and the like, there it is better. 
In short, this country is a very good and blessed land 
before many other countries) and must be called, as it 
were, an earthly paradise. Also everything is growing 
nice, straight, high and fast. Many people make a liv- 
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ing by planting fruit trees and selling the young trees 
so that, when somehody chooses a farm, he may at 
once have fruit trees and plant them and gather from 
them the first year. But if one sows seeds himself, he 
may have fruit from them in 5 years. The land is not 
really dear. One takes up 200 acres, promises to pay, 
by installments, within 10 years, and instead clears off 
his debt in 5 years. According as the land is near or 
far from the city [prices vary]. Near the city it is 
high. An acre of woodland is purchased for 1 Florin, 
perhaps also for 2, 3, 4, or more, according as it may 
furnish good pasture. I scarcely know of any tree, any 
herb, any animal which is with you that is not here; 
any thorn, any thistles, any toads, any cuckoo. On the 
other hand there are a thousand things more than with 
you, which do not just occur to me, as sassafras, aloe, 
myrrhs, Brazilwood, precious stones, white coral, lode- 
stone in large quantities. Many a man has bought a 
property for 100 Florins and found 1000 Florins in 
gold, silver, copper ore, and people only lack smelters. 
They gladly give a third part to him who can smelt. A 
false rumor went out that I could smelt. I have there- 
fore been pestered much by the poor people who were 
gold and silver struck. There is also much copper ore 
here. Iron stone occurs in such great quantities that 
it lies often for a space of some miles only knee-deep 
in the groimd, and is rich in iron. They say 100 pounds 
of stone contains 70-80 pounds of iron. Up to the 
present time the iron is not even melted, but they carry 
the iron-stone right away to the forge and bake bars. 
As far as one buys land by the water, so far also the 
water is his. He may fish, dig, hunt there what he 
wishes and is able to do. Neither in the country nor in 
the city are any imposts known, no duty, no excise, no 
contribution, in short nothing but a ground-rent of 
about 20 Kreuzer on 100 acres and twice a year the 
neighbors congregate to repair the roads. There are 
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people wlio have been living here for 40 years and have 
not seen a beggar in Philadelphia. 

The land yields spelt, barley, wheat, oats, buckwheat, 
tobacco, Indian com, also all your garden vegetables 
in great abundance. I cannot describe all the fruit. 
There are seven kinds of peaches. Many a man drinks 
cherry-wine and cider the whole year; also brandy is 
made of them. There is also plenty of domesticated 
cattle. A fat ox of 5-600 pounds is worth 10-12 Thaler, 
a cow for 7-8 Thaler, a sheep 2 Florins, horses as with 
you, a quart of wine 30, 40, 50 Kreuzer, the strong beer 
3 Batzen, the weak 6 Pfennig. 

Artisan's work is dear. The English carpenters are 
usually joiners at the same time and receive a Florin 
a day and board. The carpenters who work on the 
ships — for there are many ships building here^ — get 1 
Thaler 1 Groschen per day. Turner's work is very 
dear, a spinning wheel 5 Florins. There are no stock- 
ing weavers at all in this country. Stockings are there- 
fore dear. A Thaler is paid to knit a pair of stockings 
and the knitters have plenty to do. The linen-weavers 
have three times as high wages as with you. An in- 
dustrious spinning-girl earns 5 Grroschen per day. 
Four Groschen are paid for carding a pound of wool. 
A day laborer gets 10, 12, 15 Groschen per day, and 
21 times a week meat with his board; in winter 8 
Groschen and his board and nobody works longer than 
while the sun is shining. The day, however, is in sum- 
mer 2 hours shorter and in winter 2 hours longer. 
There is also a special lack of rope makers here. The 
hemp which is raised here has therefore to be exported 
elsewhere in order to make the ropes needed for ship- 
building here. A quart of fish oil is 6 Groschen, honey 
10 Groschen a quart, a pound of soap 4 Groschen, a 
pound of feathers 10 Groschen. There is no lack of 
chickens, geese, ducks and the like. A pound of butter 
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is 2 or 2^ Grrosclieii, occasionally 3 Groschen; 12 eggs 
1 Groschen. All spices are twice as higli as witli you 
except that which grows in this country and looks like 
pepper. A pound of steel is 8 Groschen, a quire of pa- 
per 8 Groschen, — the poor kind that is made here, 5 
Groschen. As for mills there are no more than 100 in 
this country. The miller takes the tenth part and has it 
run through only once. He who wants the bran has to 
separate it from the flour himself. There are also 
bolters in this country so that one may have the flour 
as fine as one desires. I know of 5 fulling mills. A 
farm hand gets 100 Florins a year, a girl 50 Florins. 
There is a lack of all artisans, for, when an artisan 
has collected a sum of money in 3 or 4 years, maybe 
even in 1 or 2 years, he buys a farm and moves into 
the country. 

There are found few stables and bams here, for they 
put the grain up in round piles and thresh it in good 
weather on the ground and because there are scarcely 
3 or 4 days of really cold weather when ice appears, 
they let their cattle run summer and winter in their 
inclosed woodlands. They either fell the large trees 
or take young stems and place them one upon another 
to the height of 6 feet and then let all cattle go where 
they please. They provide all the large cattle with 
bells of different tones in order to be able to find them 
among the many in case the farm is large, for every- 
body reserves woodland and firewood for himself. A 
teamster asks 5 Florins to drive a cart of wood to 
which he hitches 5 little horses. 

House rent is high because the houses are all buUt 
of bricks. The city has already 2000 houses occupied 
chiefly by English Quakers and merchants ; it is situa- 
ted right on the river Delaware, as Mainz or Cologne on 
the Rhine, and has 2 fairs a year. According to appear- 
ances, plainness is vanishing pretty much. The dear 
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old folks, most of whom are dead by this time, may 
have spoken to their children a good deal about plain- 
ness. It is still noticeable in the clothes except that 
the material is very costly, or is even velvet. Anything 
may be had at Philadelphia, but everything is twice as 
dear. A bottle of Cologne water of 15 Pfennig is here 
5 Groschen, an ivory comb 1 Groschen [Florin?], a 
dozen brass buttons, which cost 5, 6, -7 Kreutzer with 
you, 6-10 Groschen. The wholesale trade is very brisk 
on account of the adjoining countries. The Palatines 
have brought very many goods with them so that many 
a man has made up to 600 Florins by this trip, for 
everything was free because it was not examined in 
England. There were among the people some who to 
my knowledge had 40,000 sewing needles, a hundred 
of which cost in Holland up to 10 Groschen, here 2 
Thaler. One had sold 300 scythes here at 20 Groschen 
each. Gunpowder is 4 Groschen a poimd in Holland, 
here 17 Groschen, a scythe-stone 1 Groschen, here 8 
Groschen, and one had several hundred stones etc., etc. 
P. S. I wrote you, when the first vessel left here, 
by what means a poor man, who has not even 5, 6, 7 
Thaler, may come over here. Now if God wishes to 
have you come here, he will also give you ways and 
means to do so. In case Mr. Kuster, as he desires, 
should obtain free passage from the king, see to it that, 
apart from the ship's fare, you provide yourself with 
such food as you are accustomed to, dried bread, 
sausages, flour, butter, dried fruit, and something to 
move the bowels, because one easily gets constipated 
on shipboard. And if you, dear friends, should be 
expelled from a place and God should desire to lead 
you here, cling then firmly to the arm of God, as chil- 
dren are wont to do, and do not worry, for where a 
father goes, who has plenty of everything, the children 
may easily follow. In all your doings let this be your 
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touch-stone, whether your heart is earthly. Seek only 
heavenly things, otherwise earthly things may flee 
away, or you may have to leave them. May God guide 
you according to His will ! I greet you all and remain. 
Yours affectionately, 

Joh. Christoph Sauer 
Germantown, 2 leagues from Philadelphia, Dec. 1, 1724. 



